
 
 
 
Description:  American Brook Lampreys are primitive eel-
like fish that lack jaws, scales, paired fins, and bone.  They 
have cartilaginous skeletons, one nostril between the eyes, 
seven pairs of pore-like gill openings, and seldom grow as 
large as 8 inches.  Larval lampreys have eye spots that can 
only detect light and dark.  As adults they have true 
functioning eyes.  Larvae can be distinguished by the lack 
of pigment on the lower half of the oral hood (fleshy hood 
around mouth) and around the gills.  After larvae 
metamorphose into adults, they have a circular mouth or 
oral disc with horny teeth and the eyes become prominent. 
 
Similar species:  The only other lamprey species in 
Massachusetts is the sea lamprey (Petromyzon marinus).  
Sea lamprey larvae have pigment on much of the oral hood 
and around the gills.  They can be difficult to distinguish as 
larvae.  As adults, sea lampreys can reach up to 600 mm, 
whereas the American Brook Lampreys only reach 200 mm 
in length. 
 
Habitat:  American Brook Lampreys live in clear, cool 
streams.  Adults spawn in pea gravel substrates.  Larvae 
live in areas with substrates consisting of fine sand and 
muck, often in backwaters or stream margins.  There are 
currently ten known American Brook Lamprey populations 
in Massachusetts. 
 
Threats:  Lamprey’s in general are vulnerable to 
sedimentation, water temperature increases, pollutants, and 
extreme water level changes.   

Distribution in Massachusetts
1977 - 2002
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lo Meszoly, from Hartel et al.  2002.  Inland Fishes of Massachusetts. 
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